
An Introduction to 
Media Literacy:

           The What, Why and How To’s

 Elements of media literacy, particularly the technical skills associated 
with production can offer employment opportunities. While it is un-
likely that the media industry itself provides suffi cient jobs for future 
workers, technical design and production skills associated with media 
literacy are consistent with the demands of the workplace. SCANS 
(Secretary’s Commission on Achieving necessary Skills) notes that 
workers in the 21st century would need to be technologically compe-
tent and capable of accessing and processing information. In addition, 
since media literacy fosters critical thinking skills, it provides training 
in problem-solving which American business leaders say is another 
important job skill in the economy of both today and tomorrow.

(Published in the Fall 1995 issue of 
Telemedium, The Journal of Media Literacy, 
Volume 41, Number 2)

by David Considine



For many years now, The National Telemedia 
Council has been asked if any clear, succinct yet 
comprehensive overview of media literacy was 
available. While Telemedium consistently addresses 
curriculum concerns, and textbooks like Visual 
Messages provide K-12 strategies and activities to 
integrate media literacy into the curriculum, there is 
need for a simple overview that explains to a new-
comer to the fi eld, just what media literacy is, and 
why we need it and where it belongs. These few 
brief pages then, represent our contribution to that 
need.
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the media.”

Protection

To Develop Resistance to Media’s Infl uences

One of the most 
traditional ap-
proaches to media 
literacy has been 
based on the wide-
spread belief that 
the media “makes 
“ people do things 
i.e. that there is a 
relationship be-
tween what we 
see and hear and what we think and do . When the U.S. government 
banned cigarette advertising on television, it demonstrated this belief. 
Today, there is much concern about explicit sexuality, graphic vio-
lence and obscene language in fi lm and television. New technologies 
merely add to the problem so we now fi nd the U.S. congress discuss-
ing “cyberporn”. Some people want to protect impressionable children 
and adolescents by banning or legislating offensive sights and sounds. 
Others point to the First Amendment and express concern about cen-
sorship. While politicians and parents are attracted to the quick and 
simple fi x provided by a V Chip that blocks out offensive material, 
media literacy suggests that critical consumption leads to critical pro-
duction. Educating students, parents and citizens to recog-
nize the persuasive techniques advertisers use to promote 
alcohol, tobacco and other potentially harmful products, 
offers another form of defense. Health educators working 
with at risk individuals, and the problems associated with substance 
abuse, teen pregnancy, self-esteem, dieting disorders etc., can explore 
media literacy as a component of refusal skills and demand reduction.
 
Vocational Education
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What is Media Literacy and why do you need it? 

First, the “why?”

In an age when most Americans get most of their information from 
television not textbooks, pictures not print, we need a wider defi nition 
of what it means to be literate. Many of us grew up hearing the prov-
erbs and adages like these: You Can’t Judge a Book By Its Cover, A 
Picture is Worth a Thousand Words.

These words are even truer today in an age not only 
of computers and telecommunications but of vir-
tual reality and imageneering. Today’s technologies 
represent a startling fusion of sight and sound that 
frequently make it diffi cult for us to discern illusion 
from reality, fact from fi ction. Special effects like 

those seen in movies like “JFK” and “Forrest Gump” merge the past 
with the present, color with black and white, the dead with the living, 
fact with fi ction in such a way that the real truth can often be confused 
with the reel truth.

lt would be one thing if such technologies 
were employed only in the entertainment me-
dia, but increasingly these production values 
are evident in broadcast news. A reporter in a 
TV studio is, for example, magically trans-
ported by computer onto the White House lawn. The mere location 
lends power, authority and therefore credence to the reporter and the 
story. This form of set decoration or window dressing is deceptive, es-
pecially when it is utilized during a program which is meant to provide 
us with factual information that we can rely upon.

While such techniques may render the program more visually pleasing, 
they represent the emergence of infotainment and the decline of objec-
tive, neutral and reliable news. Given these trends, responsible citizens 
need to possess the ability to question the accuracy and authenticity 
of information in all its forms, not just print. They need the ability to 

ing. Media literacy promotes the critical thinking skills necessary to 
understand the complex issues facing modern society. Frequently these 
complexities are over simplifi ed by the media. U.S. News and World 
Report for example has said: “Television is so focused on pictures and 
so limited by them, that in a normal run of reporting it cannot begin to 
provide the context that gives meaning and perspective.”

Social Studies and U.S. Government classes provide the perfect oppor-
tunity to explore news making. They also offer a chance to analyze the 
role the media, including advertising, plays in the political process.

It gives students the ability to distinguish style from substance, issue 
from image, policy from personality and rhetoric from reality. In this 
day and age such skills are at the heart of the future of an informed 
society. U.S. News and World Report expressed it this way: “America 
thinks it is a meritocracy, but in fact it has become a medeiacracy... 
ruled by those who know how to manipulate symbols, information and 
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make refl ective critical responses to this information. 
But media literacy is about more than just consuming in-
formation. A media literate individual is able to produce, 
create and successfully communicate information in all 
its forms, not just print. A simple example of why these skills are now 
necessary is evident in the emergence of CD-ROM. This technology 
represents a fusion of two previously discrete technologies, the com-
puter and the video camera. It also represents a fusion of two informa-
tion formats, print and picture. 

As we approach the end of the 20th century Americans in the work-
place as in their daily lives will increasingly need the information 
and communication skills necessary to live and work with multiple 
formats. Rather than simply typing print from page to screen, they 
will work with still and moving images, graphics and text. The orga-
nization and arrangement of these elements on the screen will require 
expertise in visual language and human perception. It will require 
individuals skilled in the design and display of information that is 
electronically produced, stored and accessed.
 
A Defi nition

Media literacy, then, is an expanded 
information and communication skill that 
is responsive to the changing nature of 
information in our society. It addresses the 
skills students need to be taught in school, 
the competencies citizens must have as we 
consume information in our homes and living rooms, and the abilities 
workers must have as we move toward the 21st century and the chal-
lenges of a global economy.

In North America, while a phrase or word may change here or there, 
most media literacy organizations and leaders accept this defi nition of 
media literacy:

recognize that none of these approaches by itself constitutes the totality 
of media literacy. For example understanding and appreciation of the 
language of fi lm/television, which falls under the Aesthetic/Apprecia-
tion approach, becomes much stronger when fused with Production and 
the realization that students learn best by doing. Knowing the language 
of fi lm, is enhanced by practical experience producing and utilizing that 
language.

 Aesthetics and Appreciation

The study of the language, grammar, vocabulary of fi lm, television and 
other media. Recognition of the way elements such as lighting, sound, 
mise en scene carry and convey meaning in the composition of the 
frame. Also relates to literature through the codes and conventions of a 
genre and key elements such as character, confl ict, resolution. Clearly 
utilized in areas such as art, Language Arts and Media Arts.

 Production
 
To Give Hands-on Experience

While aesthetics and appreciation can be taught through analysis and 
critical viewing skills, they may also be fostered through the hands-on 
application of and utilization of these production values and techniques. 
This might include photography, cinematography and video produc-
tion. Teachers experienced in this work frequently note that coopera-
tive learning is a necessary outgrowth of the production experience. In 
the process students must also research, write and script, as a result of 
which they develop traditional literacy skills. When student projects are 
connected to community issues, production can be fully integrated into 
Social Studies.
 
Citizenship

One of the most basic aims of American education is to develop re-
sponsible citizenship for a Democratic society. Clearly responsible citi-
zenship involves more than voting. It involves informed decision-mak-
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The Ability to
Access

Analyze
Evaluate

and
Communicate 

information in a variety of format including print and nonprint.

Like traditional literacy it includes the ability to both read (comprehend) 
and write (create, design, produce). Further, it moves from merely recog-
nizing and comprehending information to the higher order critical think-
ing skills implicit in questioning, analyzing and evaluating that informa-
tion.

Some Principles of Media Literacy  

In England, Australia, Canada and the U.S. media literacy educators 
have fairly common agreement on a set of principles that are explored 
as part of media literacy. These include the following concepts:

Media are Constructions

The old adage, “The Camera Never 
Lies,” is indicative of the way we have 
been conditioned to accept the rela-
tionship between reality and the rep-
resentations of reality that the media 
construct. In a day of virtual reality 
and computer simulations “ seeing is 
not believing”. All media are carefully assembled, edited, selected and 
designed constructions. They show us a world but is a selected and 
often unrepresentative view even though it seems to be true. Learning 
to distinguish the reality from the refl ection is implicit in this concept.

Media Representations 

Media Messages have Social and Political Consequences

This principle explores the relationship between image and infl uence, 
content and consequence. In an era of consumption and materialism 
for example, how do we raise children to have spiritual values? In an 
age of AIDS, what happens if the messages about sex provided by the 
church, school and the family are undermined and contradicted by me-
dia messages which promise instant gratifi cation or indulgence without 
consequences? What is the relationship between the backlash against 
affi rmative action and social and media stereotypes for example about 
immigrants and welfare mothers? The principle involves exploring the 
way the media show and shape, refl ect and reinforce reality. It involves 
understanding who and what is portrayed both quantitatively and quali-
tatively, as well as which groups and individuals in our society are left 
out of the picture. In part it involves understanding who is portrayed 
by whom, how and why with what effect.

Each Medium Has a Unique Aesthetic Form

When Steven Speilberg decided to shoot Schindler’s List in black and 
white he acknowledged the relationship; between media content and 
media form. Since the world had initially learned of the Nazi death 
camps through black and white photographs and news reel documen-
taries, Spielberg utilized a format that recreated the time and era. This 
principle of media literacy enables us to understand the unique char-
acteristics and attributes of each medium and to explore that way that 
form is related to content. It enables us to conceptualize not just what 
we are told, but how. The Vietnam War has been described as the “liv-
ing room war” because it came to us via television. In what way might 
our perception of the war have been different if we had merely read 
about the death count and body bags and not accurately seen it?

Approaches to Media Literacy

As an interdisciplinary concept, media literacy can be explored and 
developed through several different approaches. It is important to 
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Construct Reality

This principle involves the realization 
that there is a relationship between 
the way the world is presented by 
the media and the way we as media 
consumers perceive that world. Crime 
is 10 times greater on television than 
in real life, but many Americans 
perceive their world to be as violent 
and threatening as the media construc-
tion. When we have had no direct or 
immediate experience of the individual, institution, issue, person or 
place represented, the media tend to mediate. Hence, unless we have 
been to Australia for example we might perceive it as an odd mixture 
of “Crocodile Dundee” meets the “Thornbirds”. For today’s students, 
born and raised in the post-Vietnam era, their knowledge of that war 
is likely to have been constructed by “China Beach’, “Tour of Duty”, 
“Rambo”, “Platoon” and other media constructions.
 

Audiences Negotiate Their Own Meaning

Put simply, “Beauty is in the Eye of the Beholder”. While we may 
often argue about the “beauty” of the media, the old adage helps us 
conceptualize the audiences are not passive recipients of media mes-
sages. Rather we fi lter media content and messages through a complex 
nexus of our own nature and needs including our existing beliefs and 
value systems. Signifi cantly, different ethnic groups exposed to the 
same media content, select, reject, recall and comprehend quite differ-
ent components of the same content. Exploring the different percep-
tions and perspectives students have about programs offers an impor-
tant opportunity for young people to understand the differences and 
commonalties between them.

In a day of virtual reality and computer simulations “seeing is NOT 
believing.”

Media Constructions Have Commercial Purposes

Put bluntly, the bottom line is the buck. Any real understanding of 
media content cannot be divorced from the economic context and 
fi nancial imperative that drives the media industry. While many people 
lament the rise of tabloidism and “infotainment”, the media industry 
justifi es such trends on the basis that these stories sell. Hence, they are 
simply giving the public what the public wants.  

The same is true in the entertainment media. While opinion surveys 
frequently show Americans are concerned about media violence, ticket 
sales and ratings also indicate that programs with high levels of vio-
lence also attract audiences. Breaking this cycle clearly involves under-
standing the dynamics of the market place and a realization that as 
consumers of media messages we are both part of the problem and part 
of the solution.

 Media Messages Contain Values and Ideologies

Even though we are conditioned to think of movies, television pro-
grams and other media as separate and discrete products, ideologically 
they consistently construct, contain, carry and convey certain basic 
beliefs and values. In literature we might for example move beyond 
the plot or narrative chain of events and look at the theme or message. 
Hence Dorothy learns “There’s no place like home” in The Wizard of 
Oz. When we stop seeing media products as discrete self-contained 
programs and look at the consistent and recurring themes that pervade 
the media we begin to recognize the cumulative value system at work. 
Hence in American media we might discover messages which suggest 
that consumption is inherently good and that violence is a viable solu-
tion and response to problems we face. Leading educator, Theodore 
Sizer has noted that: “television has become the biggest school system, 
the principal shaper of culture... powerfully infl uencing the young on 
what it is to be American:. Understanding what television and other 
media teach is central to this component of media literacy.
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